
  

 

LetterfromSt.Petersburg
byElizabethWaltonVercoe

WhenRichardCameron-Wolfe,headoftheCenterforconferenceofmusicologistsontwentiethcenturynational
Soviet/AmericanMusicalExchange(CESAME),offeredtomusic,anexampleofthekeenerinterestdisplayedbyRussian
takesomeofmyscorestoSt.Petersburgforconsiderationformusichistoriansincurrentmusicthanbymostoftheir
the1993springmusicfestival,IwasdelightedasIhadjustAmericancounterparts.
heardMoscowcomposerArmenShakhbagyan'sstunning Althoughworksbywomenwerescarce,theEuropean
ThirdSymphonyandemigrécriticMayaPritsker'sfascinatingAssociationofWomenComposerssponsoredanentire
descriptionofthebroadroleofRussiancriticsandprogramofwomen'smusicperformedbyacontingentof
musicologists.GiventhatmydaughterwouldbelivingthereGermanmusicians.ThisconcertprovidedahearingofElena
too,thereseemedtobeeveryreasonforthistobethemomentFirsova'seloquentSonataforcelloandpiano,oneofonly
tovisitRussiaassomanyAmericanmusicianshaveinthelasttwoRussianwomen'sworksonthefestival.Theconcertalso
fewyears.AninvitationfromtheComposer'sUnionincludedasetofvirtuosopianovariationsbyIlseFromm-
(necessaryforavisa)wasforthcoming,apiecewaschosen,Michael,SigridErnst'sevocativetwo-performerpiano
andIfoundmyselfleavingwarmandsunnyBostonandpieces(withthecomposerplayingonthestringsofthepiano
LondonforaRussiathatwasstillwindyandsnow-dustedinwithmalletsandfingers),threeshortpiecesbyNadia
mid-April. Boulanger,andRebeccaClarke'sviolasonataarranged
TheComposer'sUnionhadacarandmydaughterfairlysuccessfullyforcello.Myownpianofantasywas

waitingformeattheairport,justthebeginningoftheirmanyexpertlyperformedthenexteveningbyayoungRussian
kindnessestovisitingcomposersthatincludedhotelpianist,VictorVysotsky,alongwithsongsbyBergand
accommodations(forthosewithoutdaughterstostaywith), Schoenberg,celloworksbySokolovandAnselen,andthe
toursofthecitywithinterpretersintheappropriatelanguage,engrossingseventhquartetofTashkentcomposer,Lucian
champagneandcaviarreceptionsafterconcerts,ticketstoPrigozhinbeautifullyperformedbythequartetfromtheSt.
otherfestivalevents,andassistancewitharrangingrehearsalsPetersburgPhilharmonia.Frustratingdoubleandtriplebillings
andtranslatingprogramnotes. hadeventssuchastheSt.PetersburgStateOrchestra
AlthoughthelargessforRussianartistsandculturalperformingvocalandsymphonicmusicthesameevening.

organizationsisfastdwindling,theremnantsarestill AnothereveningmydaughterandIandseveralother
impressivetoAmericansfreshfromnewsoftheannualcomposerswereinvitedbySergeiSlonimsky(nephewof
assaultonthemeagerNEAbudget.BothSt.PetersburgandNicholas,perhapsbestknowntomanyofusforhisDictionary
Moscow,forexample,haveaHouseofComposersintendedofMusicalInvective)toaperformanceofhisoperaonMary
aslivingandworkingspaceforcomposers.Moscow'sHouseStuartatthebeautifulMussorgsky(orMali)Theater.Wemet
ofComposersisashortwalkfromRedSquareandhasbeenwiththedirectorofthecompanyandthelibrettisttohear
hometomanywell-knowncomposersincludingabouttherepertoireofthecompanyandpractical
Shostakovich.TheSt.PetersburgComposers'Houseisjustconsiderationsinrunningthetheaterbeforebeingusheredto
stepsawayfromthemonumentalSt.Isaac'sCathedralwhereourseatsinwhatwasoncetheroyalbox.MaryStuartis
onecanstandthroughservicescelebratedbyelaboratelyclearlyapopularwork,playingtosold-outhousesforsome
robedpriestsamidstthemalachitecolumnsandmosaicicons. years,butisalsoacuriousonecontainingamixtureoffolk
St.Petersburgoffersmanyexcellentvenuesforconcerts,butelements,archaicsounds,sometimessimplisticsetpiecesbut
theComposer'sHouseoffersoneofthehandsomest,arealallwritteneffectivelyandidiomaticallyforthesingersand
Europeansalonwithbrocadedwalls,carvedwooden orchestra.Thepasticheofstylesisacharacteristicofsome
decorations,andportraitsofGlinkaandMussorgskyontherecentRussianmusicthatmanycomposersfoundbewildering
walls.Manyofthefestivalconcerts,includingmine,wereinatSarahCaldwell'shugefestivalofRussianmusicanda
thislovelyhall. smallerSoviet/AmericanExchangeinBostonafewyears
TheSt. PetersburgMusicalSpringisalittleago.Inturn,manyoftheRussiancomposersexpressedtheir

overwhelmingwithitsballets,symphonicandchoralconcerts,bewildermentatourmusic,oftenfindingittoointellectual,
recitals,chamberprograms,andscholarlypapers.Arrivingtoodispassionate.Someofthecomposersalsospokeoftheir
afterthefirstweekend,Imissedtheopeningconcertswhichcolleaguessearchingforwaystocompromisewithoutbeing
alreadyincludedaprogramofSt.Petersburgchoralmusic,compromised,forwaystodealwiththepoliticsoftheunion,
asymphonicconcertwithBartokandStravinskyaswellasperhapsexplainingtheproliferationoffolkmusicinsome
SlonimskyandBasner,aprogramofstringquartetsbyYurlnewworksinrecentyears
Fallk,andoneofworksbyIsraelicomposersperformedby Playinghookyfromthefestivaltoseeanunforgettable
Israelimusicians.TwentiethcenturyclassicsbyRavel,performanceofRomeoandJulietbytheKirovBallet,we
Schoenbergandothersthatdottedtheseandlaterprogramsmissedseveralflute,pianoandorganrecitals..Thenext
wereinvariablywelcomebreaksfromtheinterestingbuteveningwasthefinalconcertperformedbytheSt.Petersburg
oftendemandingnewworks.TherewasalsoatwodayPhilharmonia(ortheSymphonyOrchestraoftheSt.
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